The approximation of the pragmatic knowledge of English language learners to native speakers has been a realm of concern for the scholars and researchers in applied linguistics. Thus, this research was an endeavor to figure out the association between the proficiency level and politeness strategies and external/internal modifications in written communication skills in the speech act of requests in Iranian English language learners. To this end, a written Discourse Completion Test (DCT), adapted from Rose (1994), including 8 situations was administered to elicit data from Iran Language Institute120 female and male EFL learners, 60 upper-intermediate and 60 intermediate. The data were sorted out using Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies taxonomy (Brown and Levinson 1987) and external/internal modifications developed by Faerch and Kasper (1989) . The written request utterances provided by each participant were analyzed in terms of frequency and types of politeness strategies, namely, positive, negative, bald on record, and off-record as well as external/internal modifications utilized in requests. The Pearson Chi-Square test results revealed that there was a statistically significant difference between upperintermediate and intermediate learners' type of politeness strategies and external/internal modifications.
Introduction
This research was an endeavor to dissect the relationship between the proficiency level and politeness strategies in written communication skills by Iranian male and female EFL students. To put it in other words, the core concern was to find out any potential associations between female and male students' level of proficiency and the use of politeness strategies in requests based on Brown and Levinson's framework (1987) and external/ internal modifications developed by Faerch and Kasper (1989) .
Typically, EFL students apt to employ English based on their own cultural experiences, which in turn, lead to misinterpretations in communication. They sometimes relatively unconsciously come out impolite, unfriendly or even hostile. Hence, to communicate effectively across cultures, learners are often advised to be attentive to the differences of their own culture and the English culture and get acquainted with the politeness strategies as used in daily conversation of native speakers. It is a momentous part in all social interactions (Cohen, 2004) .
The sheer bulk of previous research has been carried out on politeness strategies with a focus on verbal communications. Yet, owing to the lack of research in critical consideration of this issue in written communications, there has been a topical penchant towards written contexts as well (for example ; Ford, 2003; Lan, 2000; Chen, 2001) . Consequently, in research on politeness strategies, written material has found its dominant position to provide a communication context void of conflict between writers on one hand and audience on the other hand.
Myer in 1989 embarked on this issue with publication of his research 'the pragmatics of politeness in scientific articles', which initiated a discernible trend in research on politeness. Toward this end, the present study was in quest of any promising relationships between the application of politeness strategies and language proficiency levels of Iranian EFL learners' written requests.
According to Brown and Levinson (1987) , second language acquisition has gained a great deal from findings in politeness strategies. Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) infer that assuming ample linguistic competence in second and foreign language apprentices, one cannot take steps to guarantee that efficient and thriving communication of these learners takes place since they may commit mistakes which are indeed originally pragmatic. This idea is asserted when Cohen and Olshtain, 1993 believe that native speakers differ from non-natives in their realizations of speech acts. Hymes and Gumperz (1972) affirm that accuracy and appropriacy are fundamental endowments which must be mastered by the learners in order to achieve communicative objectives. In this sense, pragmatic competence is gazed at as a vital building block over which second language learners are anticipated to have mastery. According to Tanck (2002) , grammatically 'fluent' learners can never be alleged to be socially or culturally flourishing speakers, because they ought to have pragmatic competence to generate pragmatically acceptable utterances.
Emphasis on communicative concept in second language learning has augmented the same amount of magnitude to the notion of communicative competence and subsequently, researchers are increasingly recognizing the importance of this aspect of pragmatics in second language learning.
Among other speech acts, such as complaints or criticisms, requesting in written communication has received a lesser amount of attention. As a result, the current research was an attempt to explore the appropriacy and accuracy of requests in Iranian written communications. Brown and Levinson (1987) , state that in performing face threatening acts striking consideration must be employed to pick out the most direct and efficient face threatening act on record and to mitigate the upshot of face threatening act (FTA) on the hearers' side (off-record). This assortment of apt strategy is bound to the FTA weight and momentousness.
Making a request among other speech acts dictates both pragmatic and linguistic competence. Accordingly, in requesting, the speech act grows to be face threatening and a communication breakdown usually comes about as the result of ignorance of cultural and social boundaries. This is the reason for failure in communication of second language learners (Scollon, Scollon, and Jones ,2011) .
In view of the above standpoints, this study unveils the potential knack of Iranian learners in manipulating politeness strategies over attempting a written Discourse Completion Test (DCT), as the paramount available model to the authentic context. As a result, the following research questions were tackled: Adapting the politeness theory of Brown and Levinson (1987) , there are five such strategies, classified from the least polite to the most polite. The strategies accessible for a speaker to do a face threatening act are alienated into on record and off record strategies. If the speaker draws on on-record strategy, he may carry out the FTA without redressive action (clearly and baldly) or with redressive action which implies the speaker observes and shields positive face or negative face of the hearer.
Bald on-record politeness: Brown and Levinson (1987) , hold that once people discern each other or are in situations of urgency, bald on record strategy is applied. While not preserving the face, if separated from the context, this approach may act as face threatening. The assortment of bald on record strategy along with a pattern for each is presented as follows:  An emergency: Help!  Task oriented by being imperative: Give money.  Request without redressing: Give me the nails.  Alerting by giving a piece of advice or suggestion or threatening: Careful! He is a dangerous man. As Brown and Levinson (1987) state, off-record is rather an indirect strategy in the sense that face is not openly threatened and relies on the hearers' deduction of the speaker's intension. The addressee plays the foremost part in the construal of the act. The speaker utters obliquely or says something implied about what the speaker requests that when the addressee hears that may do it for the speaker devoid of any feeling imposed by the speaker. The categories of off-record strategy with a case in point for each are presented in the following part:  To give hints: I forgot to bring my wallet  To be vague or ironic: That house needs a touch of paint  To be sarcastic or joking by overstating or understating: He is a son of Jain Household. (Brown & Levinson, 1987) . In other words, the speaker seeks to be more affable to the addressee and respects the addressee by acting or speaking about what the addressee desires. Then, the speaker attempts to make the situation to be more comfortable for both of them. It often turns out to happen in a social community such as groups of friends. The typology of positive politeness strategies jointly with an illustration for each are presented as follows: Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 133) . It comes to pass in a rough situation as the consequence of farness between addressee and addresser. The typology associated with negative politeness strategies with an example for each are presented as follows:  Be indirect by using a question: Can you please pass the salt?  Forgiveness or apologizing: I want to apologize because …  Minimizing imposition by indirect question to show deference: I would like you share your knowledge with me about calligraphy.  Pluralizing by the responsible side to show deference: We ought to have told you that you had to reserve your meal in the campus two days beforehand. Faerch and Kasper (1989) , consider requests undergoing two foremost categories of external and internal modifications. While internal modifications are considered as devices to evade direct requesting, external modifications are tokens of optional supportive moves applied prior or posterior to head acts for their modification. Internal modifications maneuver at two levels: lexical and syntactic. Reason, preparatory, disarmers are instances of external modifications. The following illustration briefly elaborates upon both internal and external modification:  External modifications -Providing reason: I had many classes and I fell short of time to prepare dinner, would you buy something to eat on your way to home? -Use of preparatory: I am sure that you know the value of punctuality for me, I
Off-record:

Negative politeness: "This strategy tries to minimize threats to the audience's negative face. An example of when negative politeness would be used is when the speaker requires something from the audience, but wants to maintain the audience's right to refuse. This can be done by being indirect, using hedges or questions, minimizing imposition and apologizing"

External and internal modifications:
have been your student in past three years, and this is the first time I could not finish my project on time. Would you please give me three day extension? -Use of disarmers: You are famous as a very considerable and nice teacher; would you please give me some more time to finish my project? I am sure you won't say no. -Use of alerters: I'm afraid, would you pass me that jar, please.
-Suggestive replacements: Please pay attention; I have to attend a formal meeting.
I need to leave this session a little bit earlier. Next session we will stay more. -Use of affirmative politeness strategies: I'd like to know if you can talk to your neighborhood doctor to visit me sooner. My case is urgency. If it is a disturbance, please don't care.
Speech act: Studies about speech act are among the fundamental concepts in pragmatics which include orders, requests, apologies and suggestions (Koike, 1989) . Each way of performing a speech act encompasses its own diverse social implications (Ervin-Tripp, 1976 ) and remuneration from worldwide principles of collaboration in conjunction with politeness (Leech, 1983) .
Request: Trosborg (1995) defines requests as a speech act which belongs to the directive group whereby a speaker permits the audience to carry it out for his or her own benefit.
The most prominent classification of requests strategies is assigned to Brown and Levinson' model of politeness (1987 1976, p. 13) for the subjects to be tuned to their appropriate level, however, was 30 correct answers out of 50 items (60 %).As expected , the required score was obtained by almost all subjects. Then, a DCT adopted from Rose was administered (Rose, 1994) as the main instrument to examine the variables of the study. It is worth of mentioning that DCTs, while not different from other data elicitation methods, have their own rewards. They yield a large number of responses, are easy to assess and need not be transcribed. Besides, DCTs can have power over an assortment of variables such as gender and status and establish the differences which are intra-linguistically and cross-culturally significant. Another claim, in favor of DCTs, is related to Hill et al. (1986) , who pointed out that DCTs are gainful since respondents feel free to put themselves into words devoid of any kind of intervention by the researcher. The dilemma with the role-playing technique, as they anticipated, is that the subjects felt embarrassed when they were asked to roleplay a situation.
While brought up the above rewards for the DCTs, the researcher was not unversed in the confines of using a DCT as the primary source of eliciting data. A lack of contextual variation (Rose, 1994; Rose & Ono, 1995) , a simplification of complex interactions (Brown & Levinson, 1987) , and the hypothetical nature of the situation are among the drawbacks of exploiting DCTs. Moreover, according to Nelson et al. (2002) , the utterances of people show a discrepancy in an assumed position compared with authentic situation. However, the other methods of data collection are not without boundaries and pitfalls, either. To name some, problems due to control over gender and status, problems related to the role that memory plays over the process of note taking and last but not least time-consuming nature of data collection; all of which according to Cohen (1996) are amongst the potential problems and according to Nelson et al (2002) are considered as the pitfalls of the naturalistic data.
Data collection procedure
As mentioned earlier, this study initiated to probe into the incidence and types of politeness strategies relying on Brown and Levinson's taxonomy at intermediate and upper-intermediate proficiency levels in written requests. Politeness strategies were considered as independent variable and written requests were taken as dependent variable.
To realize this end, two different sorts of questionnaires were administered. In the first stage, to decide on the proficiency level of the participants, Nelson proficiency placement test batteries were given to 150 students studying at ILI and based on their scores (subject's score≥ 60 % of test total score) were divided into two 80 and 70 subject groups at intermediate and upper-intermediate levels.
Noteworthy is that each group comprised equal number of female and male subjects.
In the succeeding phase, a DCT was exploited as the prime data elicitation instrument which comprised 8 scenarios for which the subjects were thought to compose a request based on their feedback to the given situation. The DCT questionnaire pronounced situations that subjects of the study might come across throughout their daily life and encompassed their responses to these sceneries in request form. Subsequently, the responses went through analysis in numerous phases. First, improper responses were passed over in DCT, whereas all valid responses were maintained. Over the next phase, the responses were analyzed grounded on politeness strategies of Brown and Levinson's taxonomy and Faerc Kasper's external/internal modifications.
The responses were read scrupulously and embedded inside a respective category. Afterwards, the number of each type of strategy was tallied, and finally the researcher came up with the following total frequency tables. Item by item frequency tables have been dealt with in tables 2, 3, 4, and 5.
Data analyses procedures
In order to deal with the research questions and to clasp logical answers to the questions and to figure out if they were generalizable, descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyze the collected data benefiting from SPSS package. In the descriptive statistics phase, frequency of each politeness strategy and external/internal modifications were calculated. They went through chi-square test statistical analysis for the evaluation of the significance of the differences in politeness strategies and external/internal modification frequencies to figure out if the null hypotheses were nullified.
Results and discussions
As pointed out in earlier parts, this study was concerned with investigation of politeness strategies and their use by male and female intermediate and upperintermediate EFL learners in terms of written requests. The collected data via modified discourse completion test (DCT) were analyzed using SPSS package version 18.
Investigation of hypothesis one
The first null hypothesis claimed that there would be no statistically meaningful difference in the nature of politeness strategies used by intermediate and upper-intermediate learners. To weigh the value of this hypothesis, the item by item analysis of politeness strategies were probed in terms of proficiency level and gender (Table 6) . Table 7 and Table 8 ).
The chi-Square test result, as shown in 
Investigation of hypothesis two
The hypothesis presumed that internal and external modifications are used similarly in both upper-intermediate and intermediate learners. The chi-square statistic was employed for the nullification or endorsement of the hypothesis, which is illustrated in tables 9 and 10.
As illustrated, the second null hypothesis is also rejected at 0 .05 level of significance. Thus, internal and external modifications were significantly different depending on language proficiency level. Consequently, hypothesis two is proved. It seems that the unconventional the level of language proficiency, the more appropriately the learners opt for modifications of both types. As tabulated above, the upper-intermediate learners significantly outperformed the intermediate in the application of external modifications. This shows that in situations with power inconsistency (five situations out of eight in DCT), increasing the proficiency level of the learners will lead to more external modifications and the learners understood that they had to give some reasons for their requests to prevent the face threatening act and achieve better responses by the addressee.
Investigation of hypothesis three
Taking the third null hypothesis into consideration which claimed that females and males similarly use politeness strategies; first, the total frequency of both genders was calculated and then to prove or reject the null hypothesis, chi\suare test was employed. The results are demonstrated in tables 11 and 12.
To examine if a significant difference could be proved between genders in their utilization of politeness strategies, a chi-square test was implemented and the following results were gained. As far as frequency analysis is concerned, the figures of strategies utilized by both genders were slightly in proximity to each other (Tables 11 and 12 ). However, to prove any statistical differences, as an added measurement, a further chi-square test was applied to make sure about any potential differences (Tables 13 and 14) .
As Table 14 shows, Pearson chi-square test could not lead us to grasp a significant difference between males and females' request strategy use in the given DCT. Therefore, both males and females were similar in this regard at their performance. Although, the number of negative politeness strategy use in requests produced by females was more than that of males due to the fact that on the basis of Brown and Levinson' taxonomy five situations in DCT needed negative type of politeness, it was not so prominent to be statistically significant.
Investigation of hypothesis four
Gender has continued to play an important role in linguistic studies recently. The fourth null hypothesis presumed the application of the same type of internal and external modifications by both genders. Similarly, in order to reject or to accept the hypothesis, a chi-square was needed. Tables 15 and 16 are illustrating this fact. Pearson Chi-square test results, as demonstrated via tables 15 and 16, were used for the comparison of males and females internal/external modifications and proved that males and females in our study were not different in terms of their modifications.
Conclusion
In order to figure out the differences in written requests which were applied by upper intermediate or intermediate participants of our study, based on Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies (1987) and Faerch and Kasper's internal/external modifications theory (1989) and gender as an added variable for seeking any possible differences between females and males application of politeness strategies and modifications, the present study was conducted using a DCT adapted form Rose (1994) To clasp the type of politeness strategy and internal/external modifications used by upper-intermediate and intermediate female and male learners, utterances of requests produced by EFL learners were divided and counted grounded on Brown and Levinson's politeness taxonomy and Faerch and Kasper's modifications category. Politeness strategies were allocated to four types, namely, positive, negative, bald on record, and off-record. Depending on eight situations available in DCT, numerous types of politeness strategies and internal/external modifications were employed by the subjects. Having analyzed the obtained data descriptively (frequency analysis) and inferentially (Pearson chi-square), the researcher achieved the succeeding results.
The results unveiled that upper-intermediate and intermediate EFL learners used politeness strategies statistically differently. Taking data analysis into consideration, the upper-intermediate learners used more appropriate politeness strategies in the given situations in DCT compared to the intermediate. In fact, they used more negative politeness strategy which was the most fitting strategy for five circumstances out of eight in DCT. The examination of the collected data indicated a statistically significant difference between upper-intermediate and intermediate groups in applying the internal/external modifications. Faerch (1989) and Aidinlou (2012) in their research similarly found a positive correlation in terms of proficiency and internal/external modifications; in other words, the higher the proficiency level of the learners, the more appropriate internal/external in both quantity and type will be used. Thus, the results of this study are in line with the previously undertaken studies. Meanwhile, the findings of this study proved that upper-intermediate learners used further external modifications since they could mitigate not only the face threatening acts but also requests.
Gender and its association with politeness strategies were concerned throughout the third research question and consequently the third hypothesis. Using chi-square, we could not find any significant difference between application of politeness hypothesis between the subjects in terms of gender. Of course, females used more negative politeness strategy compared to the male counterparts, but this finding was not much enough to bring about statistically significant difference. As a result, generally, females used more polite language. The results support the findings of the previous studies undertaken on this topic (for example, Xinjian, 2008; and Nakahama, 1999) .
In order to examine the fourth and in fact the last research question which was seeking any possible differences between females and males internal/external modification utilization, the chi-square was not indicative of any statistically significant difference. This finding similarly goes with previous research findings (for example, Trosborg, 1995; Eslamirasekh, 1993) . To gain the results, the category and occurrence of internal and external modifications in both males and females and in the head acts (internal modification) and supportive move (external modification) were specified and counted. Internal modifications mitigate the force of requests syntactically or lexically. According to Trosborg (1995) , syntactic devices are used to show that the requester lowers his/her expectation about fulfillment of the request by the requestee and external modifications are used as persuasive means to persuade the hearer to fulfill the action that is requested by the speaker. Although the frequency of internal/external modifications adopted by females was more than that produced by males, the difference between them was not sufficient to be taken as statistically significant. This study informs teachers of the differences which exist between upperintermediate and intermediate learners performances of requests and assists them in understanding the probable problems that learners might encounter. It sheds light on the strategies more frequently used by Iranian learners of English. Furthermore, results of this study make all teachers cognizant of the politeness strategies, internal and external modifications employed by upper-intermediate and intermediate learners in request forms. Awareness of these strategies, teachers can manage their students' pragmatic competence more resourcefully. This resourcefulness harvests an opportunity to compare nonnatives with native speakers' requests to detect the cases of inapt use of requests. Therefore, as Ellis (1992) asserts, awareness raising and conscious teaching and learning of these differences will help different proficiency level learners to get attuned to native speakers' norms.
Pedagogical implications
The present study also sheds light on the significance of pragmatic and communicative competencies which are usually overshadowed by the dominance of linguistic competence in Iranian educational settings. It draws the teachers' attention to the point that they have an eye on the activation of communicative competence as well. 
Appendices
